John Fenn Chemist who enabled mass spectrometry to weigh up biology.
electrospray has spawned another unexpected field: gas-phase structural biology.
Fenn was born into a middle-class family in New York City in 1917, later moving with his family to Kentucky. He received his bachelor's degree in chemistry in 1937 from Berea College. The assistant registrar at Berea, Margaret Wilson, was ten years his senior; he married her in 1939. With Margaret providing the 'fellowship' , in 1940 Fenn received his PhD in physical chemistry from Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut, for work on the properties of electrolyte solutions.
After periods at industrial chemical companies, including Monsanto, Fenn joined a start-up company, Experiments, Inc., in 1945. He contributed to a large effort by the US Navy to develop a ramjetpowered anti-aircraft missile. The missile depended on pressure from high-speed flight to compress air enough to allow it to expand after combustion to provide thrust. Supersonic flight velocities were required to achieve sufficient thrust -igniting Fenn's interest in supersonic flows. Continuing this research, he moved in 1952 to Princeton University in New Jersey as director of Project SQUID, a jet-propulsion programme funded by the US Office of Naval Research.
In 1962 John returned to Yale. Here he remained until 1987, doing the majority of his Nobel-prizewinning work. In the 1960s, Fenn was interested in combustion, flame theory and stabilizing flames in high-speed flows. He decided that the way to study flame reactions was to do molecular-beam experiments. By the 1970s, he had realized that one way to get bigger molecules into the gas phase was to take a solution, disperse it, and let the solvent evaporate. So began his earliest electrospray experiments.
Meanwhile, he had to fight off a mandated move to a smaller laboratory space and efforts to retire him as he passed 70. He eventually conceded his space and position and, after a short spell as an emeritus professor, moved to Virginia Commonwealth University as a research professor in 1994. He believed that science should above all be fun and that when it ceases to be so you should give up. Fenn never gave up, continuing his research and coming into the department almost every day until just a few weeks before his death. His final paper on the mechanism of electrospray was published when he was 90. In 2005, Fenn lost a dispute with Yale over the patent rights to electrospray. He claimed that Yale had abandoned the technique and that he was the person who saved it. A personal patent filed by Fenn was deemed 'civil theft' by lawyers for the university. After a decade of bitter dispute, and a failed appeal, Fenn was ordered to pay costs and damages totalling more than US$1 million.
Electrospray mass spectrometry continues to open doors -even in preparative mass spectrometry, where proteins and their complexes can be recovered and visualized after their flight in the gas phase. But Fenn's true legacy is the modesty and capacity to inspire that leave a lasting memory in all who had the pleasure to meet him. 
